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Woodward: Erna Fergusson

Dorothy Woodward

ERNA FERGUSSON
first through a pair ofshoes. Good sturdy Ameri·
can-made walking shoesl It was in the summer of 1936 in
Mexico; I arrived to attend the Seminar of the Committee on
Cultural Relations with Latin America which had assembled in
Cuemavaca, and there at the Hotel Marik I delivered to Ema
Fergusson a pair of shoes. For some months she had been in Guaterilala gathering material for her new book Guatemala (1936)
and had just come to Mexico to leeturefor the Seminar. Having
walked out a pair of shoes in Guatemala she requested that someone coming down from Albuquerque bring her a new pair. I did.
The transaction was to the point, perhaps somewhat like its
originator.
This energetic traveler, Ema Fergusson, is a woman of medium height with greying hair always well-groomed and expressive blue-grey eyes which sparkle with an infectious good humo~.
Her manner is reserved but charmingly friendly and her graciousness puts at ease whomever she meets, whether it be the
Spanish-speaking gardener, an Indian G.I., or a diplomat in formal dress. She is essentially a friendly person, but one whose
friendliness carries with it something more than the desire to establish equitable relations with those she' meets. She is much.
more than casually interested; her genuine concern is to know
the person, his background, manner of living, problems and reactions. She is a student of her fellow ma~, not for reasons of in·
quisitiveness, but because she is deeply aware of the conflicts
within our society, conflicts of race and religion, conflicts of class
and culture, conflicts to which an understanding, friendly approach is sometimes a key. My life, she says, has followed a very
logical pattern, one thing leads naturally to another. Indeed, this
may be true but the leading is inspired by a liberal outlook, in-
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tense intellectual curiosity, and the assets of a fine mi~d and an
interest in people.
,
In Cuernavaca that summer this friendly, serious student,
. quick of wit, genial in manner and always among the first to
catch the humor of every situation, was 'quite obviously a popular lecturer, and one whose advice was sought by young and old.
In Mexico Miss Fergusson was completely at home. She had
been reared in a rambling adobe house in the Old Town section
of Albuquerque along the Rio Grande. She spoke Spanish or English with her playmates and grew up amid the sand and sunshine
of the fast-vanishing customs of the Mexican plaza, for Albuquerque was moving east to the railroad which had come in along the
foothills eight years before. She drew from her birthplace and her
family the true spirit of the pioneer, and the free, liberal outlook
of the real frontier.
Her grandfather, Franz Huning, left his home in Melle (Hanover, Germany) as a very young man. He desired to escape me
.
heavy hand of Prussian militarism. Coming into St. Louis he
eagerly undertook the long trek westward and in 1849 bullwhacked his way across the plains to Santa Fe. Here the new
American began his western trading career which led him to the
position of distinguished citizen in Albuquerque. After twelve
or thirteen years he brought to his adobe home a gay German
bride. ErnestinaFranke from Bavarian Mulhausen married
Franz Huning in St. Louis, where he had gone to trade. To these
pioneers were born four children, the eldest of whom was Clara
Mary, mother of Erna Fergusson.
In the course of time this·young lady was sent back to Hanover
to school. Here for three years she studied language, art, music,
and had the usual training of the educated lady of her day. Upon
her return she entered into the gay social life of Albuquerque.
Huning Castle, the elegant new home of the merchant, Franz,
built southeast of the old Plaza, was the center for parties that
succeeded parties. The favored escort of the accomplished and
~
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popular Clara was a young lawyer born on an Alabama plantation, Harvey Butler Fergusson.
Sent from his southern home to Virginia. l\1r. Fergusson graduated in law from Washington College (now Washington and
Lee) . Here he had a place in the office of the president of that
institution, General Robert E. Lee, whom he saw daily and knew
well. Unwilling to return to the home where the aura of slavery
still hung heavy, he entered into his practice of law in Wheeling,
West Virginia. Presently he was chosen to investigate a case involving mining claims in the remote and wild frontier country.
So, in 1883, he came to White Oaks, New Mexico, to gather facts.
Harvey Butler Fergusson liked New Mexico; he decided to
stay, returning only to sever his business connections in the east.
He lived, a bachelor, in the thriving mining center of White
Oaks. His compadres, interestingly enough, were Albert B. Fall,
future senator and ill-fated Secretary of the Interior; William C.
McDonald, future governor of New Mexico; and Emerson
Hough, distinguished writer. Devoting himself especially to mining laws, H. B. Fergusson became an expert and spent much
time in traveling by stage and horseback over the territory. One
of the important centers where he worked ~ith the records was
the Lincoln County Courthouse. What a storehouse of taleS' for
his children were these ventures across the mountains and mesas
of this new-old country. Interested also in politics, a loyal Jeffersonian Democrat, he served one term in Washington as the Territorial Delegate for New Mexico, and later he was one of the
first representatives in the United States Congress for the new
state of New Mexico.
\\Then this young man came to Albuquerque he met Miss
Huning, lately returned from her years abroad. Their marriage
brought the establishment of a home in the old meandering
adobe in Pld Town, now the Manzano School, where Confederate officers once had their headqua,Tters.
Here Erna Fergusson, the first born, spent her girlhood. She
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was to have two brothers and a sister: Harvey, the second child,

I

...

now a distinguished novelist, formerly a newspaper man; Lena,
now Mrs. Spencer Browne of Berkeley, California, an artist; and
Francis, the well-known writer and critic of the theater, now at
Princeton University. This was a home where the gentle but firm
dignity of a Victorian mother was coupled with the energy and
freedom-loving intellectual outlook of the southern-gentleman
father. Here tales of the frontier were ever-present. Here was the
stimulus of the transforming frontier society, the moving town,
the quiet dignity of the Spanish, the deep philosophy of the Indian and the aggressiveness of the young Anglo. Here the intellectual atmosphere of the Old World-German, Spanish, and
English-lived side by side with the challenge of liberal thinking
in a rapidly changing frontier.
Education for Erna was varied, from the kinderganen and
some private instruction to First Ward and other public schools,
to High School, which was then conducted at the University of
New Mexico. She graduated in a class of four which included the
late Thomas Hughes, Gladys Childers, and the late Kirk Bryan.
As l\fiss Fergusson says, little girls of her day were expected to
grow up to be ladies, so she was sent to the Girls' Collegiate
School in Los Angeles, where she finished in 1907. Next came a
period of travel and visiting in Europe with her grandmother. Returning to Albuquerque she again attended the University and
in 1912 received her A.B. degree. Now eager"for more real training she went to Columbia University and secured, in 1913, an
M.A. degree in history. She had had the privilege of working with
such distinguished teachers as \Villiam R. Shepherd, James
Harvey Robinson, and James T. Shotwell. Enthusiastic and·
"trained," Miss Fergusson, as was the usual pattern, turned to
teaching. First she was at Chatham Hall in Virginia and then in
the public sch90ls of her home. She was to teach not the Latin
American history which she had so recently studied, but rather
such subjects as Spanish and even algebra. Several years sufficed
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for routine teaching, and with the outbreak of war new horizons
loomed, new adven~uTes beckoned. Erna" became the Red Cross
Home Servite Secretary and State Supervisor for New Mexico.
This meant traveling all over the state into the most out-of-the,.
way mountain villages and to lonely ranches. This, Miss Fergusson says, is when she really learned New Mexico. "I ran around
all over the state fixing up things for Mexican soldiers who had
enlisted under a couple of names, for mothers who asked me what
the ocean was, and for wives who had forgotten to marry." It took
a person of Miss Fergusson's generous friendliness, courage and
understanding to do such a job. The roads were all too often narrow trails, and miles loomed ahead unbroken by human habitation. She went into villages where no one spoke English nor
understood about this thing called the World \Var. The job was
pioneer social work on the frontier.
After the Red Cross experiences which had brought with them
increased knowledge of the natural beauties of the arid Southwest, there was also a deepened appreciation of the many and
varied customs, ceremoRials and celebrations, Indian and Spanish, which existed relatively unknown to travelers throughout
the region. Arranging a trip into some Spanish villages to see the
Penitentes one spring proved profitable, and led Erna along with
Miss Ethel Hickey, into a thoroughly pioneering business, dude
wrangling. For a number of years Erna managed the Koshare
Tours, planning trips for uninitiated tourists, trips of a day for
those who must cross the continent in record time, trips of weeks
and even a month for others. Armed with huge thermos jugs,
lunch kits, the handy spade for sand and mud arid a strong man
for emergencies, she toured her guests to Indian dances, to mountain streams for camping and fishing, over trails to little-known
and beautiful canyons, across long distances over the flat grassgrown mesas. Not only did she provide for the physical comfort
of her parties, but also she conducted ~em with zest, for everpresent good humor and understanding bridged many an emer-
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gency when motors failed and storms made roads impassable.
Also she was informed with facts and figures. She told the legends
and stories of the Indians, explained their ceremonies and introduced her visitors to her Pueblo, Navajo, and Apache friends. She
recounted the history of the Spanish conquest, the settlement of
the Rio Grande valley and many of the customs of medieval Spain
that continue in the villages where the language of Cervantes is
still spoken.
Between trips ,she was a newspapenvoman, holding the society
desk for the Albuquerque Herald, and for her own amusement
she wrote the "Do you remember?" column. Presently the Santa
Fe Railroad and Fred Harvey took over the Koshare Tours and
l'vliss Fergusson, as she says, "trained and costumed a bunch of
girl couriers ... and introduced them to the Indians."
Pioneering in dude wrangling had, however, shown Miss Fergusson a number of things, one of which was that her knowledge
of New Mexico, its people and their backgrounds was important.
So she wrote about it, and in 1926 sold two articles on New Mexico's transition from a Mexican frontier into an American state
to Century Alagazine. Even more important, however, was the
knowledge and understanding she had acquired of the Indian
dances. There was a market for a well-written, nontechnical book
on the Indian ceremonials, and in 1931 Miss Fergusson's first
book, Dancing God,s, was published by Knopf.
This volume more or less establishes a pattern for Erna
Fergusson's writing. The book is factual and popular, based
up~m written sources, first hand knowledge drawn from interviews with the people, and keen observation of the ceremonies.
Coupled with this is the author's sincere desire for a sympathetic
understanding of the Indian. The book was well received', and
had its effect in many quarters. For instance, in a long article on
the Shalako by Edmund \Vilson, which appeared in New Yorker
magazine (April 9 and 16, 1949), the critic credited Dancing Gods
with stimulating his original interest in the ceremony~ Dancing
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Gods found and continues to find an appreciative audience.
From this point on Erna Fergusson's life was the life of a writer.
Study of Indian dances in New Mexico led to the next book,
Fiesta in ~lexico (1934). This is an account of seasonal, as well
as certain outstanding, celebrations in Mexican villages witnessed by the author and offered as a "poignant picture" of the
Mexican people.
Fiesta in Mexico was the first of several books on Latin America. It was followed by Guatemala (1937), Venez~ela (1939),
Chile (1943), and Cuba (1946). OUT Hawaii (1941) completes
the list of Miss Fergusson's books concerned with countries other
than the United States. Her other volumes deal with the Spanish
Southwest. .
F
Designed primarily for travelers in foreign areas, these books
have an interesting phenomenon in common: The periods of
travel and research involved in preparation of the books had to
be undertaken at times of serious political, socia], religious or
international crises in the countries of which she was writing.
During the investigation of Mexican village fiestas, which are
frequently motivated by religion, M-exico was in the midst of an
anticlerical movement which had brought murders, the "Coyoacan massacre" and other violence. President Cardenas was politically linked with the anticlerical Governor of Tobasco and had
inherited the fanaticism of the Cristero movement from an earlier administration. Some churches were cl9sed, religious processions had been suppressed. and priests and bishops had been
deported.
Despite suspicions and the official forbidding attitude toward
religious celebrations Miss Fergusson traveled up and down
Mexico, witnessed village fiestas. gathered facts and impressions,
and strove always to weigh the human elements in the ceremonies. She reflects seriously upon the emasculation of the true
Indian dance when aspects of the European Church are superimposed upon it, and considers also the lat~r process which finds
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the fiesta rendered pointless by separation from its Christian re,
ligious background.
Checking her personal observations against sources of histo·
rians, anthropologists, and others, she recounts her experiences:
the colors, smells and movements of the fiestas-the dances, food,
Rowers, costumes, and crowds. Her reporting is not mere roman·
tic writing nor utilitarian recounting to produce an authentic
guide book. Her analyses show insight into what is happening
in Mexico. "Preconquest Indians coming to pray at a medieval
shrine lighted by Tungsten globes. And that is Mexico... .o'
Turning next to Guatemala Miss Fergusson continues the pattern of following the fiestas. This land of Indians had ceremonies
and customs little known to those outside their villages, for this
was the age of Ubico-suppressor, isolationist, Guatemalan dictator since February, 1931. In spite of political and military controls and rigid censorship Erna Fergusson went into this country
and traveled widely, often alone into isolated villages. She visited, interviewed, observed, and in 1937 published Guatemala. It
is a unique tribute to the skill, good sense, and understanding of
the author that Guatemala was accepted by the totalitarian dictator about whose country and government she, a foreigner,
wrote.
Intermixed with historical facts and references are descriptions
of places and people. The author's knack of learning customs and
courtesies with the aid of young native guides is often illustrated.
And yet even with much information and a sincere desire to
know, Miss Fergusson frankly confesses her lack of understanding for the Indian country of Guatemala whose antiquity, medievalism and modernity are generally but little known, and perhaps less comprehended.
Two ye':lTS after the volume on Guatemala, Venez.uela appeared. In this book for the first time Miss Fergusson broadens
the concept of her subject and writes most comprehensively of
the country rather than confining herself to the fiesta picture.
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The author includes many aspects of the life of Venezuela-economic, political, and social. She strives to present a rounded picture of varied classes and of both rural and urban living.
Courage, resourcefulness, the. pioneering spirit and ability of
the traveler a.re forcefully revealed here. In a country where tourist trails are, even now, confined to the capital city and its environs or to the thriving oil centers, Miss Fergusson traveled extensively. It was possible to do this in 1938, for this northern
South American country had emerged from the IQng restrictive
dictatorship of the military autocrat, Juan Vicente G6mez (19081935) . His death brought wild rejoicing, violence, and demands
for the restoration of civil liberties and a new constitution. But it
takes longer than three years to counteract the repressions of a
regime such as this dictatorship.
Travel was then a truly pioneer venture, especially for a
woman. By train, coach, horse, or mule, :whatever the conveyance,
Miss Fergusson struggled from place to place encountering filth,
heat, discomforts of all kinds-but she continued ~nthusiasticand
sympathetic. She traveled down the Orinoco into the delta and
across to the island of Margarita, as well as into the backlands.
She studied the people she met, from official to beggar. And from
them she gathered much information which, along with source
material from libraries, furnished the material for the volume.
It is written with understanding, humor, and intelligent analysis. Able to laugh at herself she reports her attempt to learn the
vernacular of high finance from a lad who shined her shoes. As he
"rolled up his wipers. he asked: 'Are you English, Senorita?'
.. 'No, North American.'
.. 'Oh,' he said with a sigh of comprehension, 'so that's why you
don't know anything.' "
Miss Fergusson reports accurately and writes well. Indeed, in
Venezuela she demonstrates her ability to picture the colors and
character of the landscipe vividly. Here she writes some almost
poetic descriptions, impressed as she is with the startling beauty
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of the tropics. By truck she had traveled across the savannas into
the interior, equipped with hammock, mosquito net, bread,
cheese and water. And she says:
Outside the corral fence away from the knoll where the ranch house
stood, we were afloat in a green boundlessness. The plain reached no
terminus; the green went on and on, rising and falling in its own
chromatic scale. . .. For the first time I appreciated the values of
green in every modulation from palest water clarity, through Nile
and jade tints, the yellow greens of noxious slime, to sane leaf green
of rush and palm and the strong chords of solitary saman and ceiba
trees. In that limitless verdure every hue leaped with unnatural intensity.... The spider lilies' white shone like a river, a water lily's
chalice in a pool was yellow like the sun; blues were ultramarine;
purples, regal velvet, and red was never red, but scarlet, crimson, or
flame. We had come to see the birds.... But most ... were herons.
Blue or gray or coral pink, they stood on one foot or flew slowly, trailing slim legs. Tall soldier herons, white-bodied with jet-black heads,
strutted with ridiculous dignity like armchair generals on parade.
Whi~ egrets stayed rooted like flowers or floated off in mass formation li'ke douds. And then, suddenly, with a whir rose the scarlet ibis.
. . . A"flight of them flickered up like a flame, a bright dazzle against
the pampa's emerald velvet, rising in a rush from green to pale dear
blue in one streaming flow; and then, behind them all, one lone bird,
a last flame drifting.
Yet in all the tropical beauty the author does not lose sight of the
desperate primitive life and the life of poverty.,ridden people in
Venezuela. \Videspread disease and suffering, need for communication, for education, for public health programs are apparent in
both city and country. The plan for improvement was begun in
the early months that followed the death of Dictator G6mez, but
fulfillment was far from accomplishment. Miss Fergusson studied
the people whose problems seem so overwhelming, people who
possess she says, "a spirit of liberty and the hope of independence."
The next book was OUT Hawaii, which took the au thortraveler far away from the Spanish-speaking lands where she is
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so at home. Based upon wriueh sources, observations and interviews, this book appeared in M~, 1942, Pearl Harbor gave the
volume the wide publicity that perhaps all publishers dream
about. OUT Hawaii covers quickly some of the history, legends,
folklore, superstitions, and business problems of the islands. Yet
notwithstanding the objective reporting, it lacks some of the
quick wit. the humorous tum of phrase, the deep-down enjoyment evident in earlier ventures. Perhaps it is the s<:>mnolence of
the tropics. the startling beauty of southern seas. the oriental
people so unlike the care-free Latins. but there is here a somber
undercurrent. an almost intangible serio~ness. OUT Hawaii does
not have the gay lilt and buoyancy of earlier travels.
Conscious always of the people. Miss Fergusson suggests that
perhaps Hawaii is the laborator.y where a "workable race tolerance and cultural amalgamation" may produce a truly democratic state. The book was well received even though one critic
said: "Events had reduced the value of ... chapters on the Army
and Navy in Hawaii ... to something less than zero...." Yet the
United States'Government thought well enough of it to purchase
hundreds of copies for the G.I.'s to read.
Chile (1943) and Cuba (1946) brought Miss Fergusson back
to the Latin countries. and the spontaneous presentation shows
her deep understanding of.Spanish-speaking folk. In her travels
for the book on Chile she again traversed a country in national
crisis. The European war caused economic difficulties. and strong
anti-Yanqui feeling was widespread. Publication of President
Roosevelt's "black list" of German and Italian business houses
and banks added to the dislike of North Americans. Yet Miss Fergusson traveled through Chile. visiting the beautiful Chilean
lakes and dense rain forests of the south. north through the predominantly German section of small. efficient farms, through the
lands of the unconquered Araucanians, into Central. "the real
Chile" of Spanish fundos and the underprivileged inquilino, and
on into the desperately arid deserts of the north where Chile's

'-
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wealth in copper and nitrates lies in sun-baked sands. She pays
tribute to the great Chilean poet: "For me Gabriela l\fistral ...
typifies Chile and the Chileans.... She is strong, profound, and
tragic as are her native cordillera and ocean, her heritage is Spanish, and some inexplicable quality of her nature is unconquerable Indian." And Miss Fergusson reports the political crisis at
the death of President Pedro Aguirre Cerda. Sure indication of
the objectivity of her reporting is the fact that the book found
and still continues to find an audience in Chile.
Between the publication of Chile and Cuba Miss Fergusson
was called for a tour of duty in wartime Washington. In 1944 she.
was with the Division of Education-Office of the Coordinator of
Inter-American Affairs. She laughingly says that her duties were
to entertain the ladies of the visiting dignitaries from Latin
America. Certainly her gracious friendliness and knowledge of
Latin American customs did much to smooth the often rumed
sensibilities o·f visitors. But she did more than merely entertain;
she wrote and lectured quite widely. In fact, interspersed with
all her writing, were lecture tours and special lectures for Latin
American Institutes in colleges and universities. Recognition of
her literary and educational activities brought to Miss Fergusson
an honorary Litt.D. degree from the University of New Mexico
III 1943.
The bureaucratic regime in the national capital, however, was
not suited to one who thought beyond the "chain-of-command."
Annoyed by instructions from those who sat at higher desks due
to longer service, but who had less knowledge, since desk-sitting
and books do not guarantee real understanding, Miss Fergusson
terminated her Washington sojourn for more travel. It was with
true zest that she sailed into the Caribbean and studied, as she
desired, the Pearl of the Antilles. Cuba. Although this island republic knows many tourists, this journey-maker went over both
the familiar and the little-known trails, met people and drew her
own conclusions. There is nothing stereotyped in this report.
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Sympathetic yet objective, she depicts something of the real life
of Cuba, its postwar problems in economics and politics, its so- t
cial evolution, intellectual movements, clericalism, and communism. Sh~ is not engulfed with either scenery or sugar. Suffice to
say that Cuba was well received in the island republic.
In 1940 the publication of Our South-qJest brought the author
into her beloved homeland. Knowing well the country and its
people, she set forth not a nebulous land of enchantment but an
area "neither South nor West, but a mestizo partaking of the
characteristics of both." Here the romantic history of a bygone
age is the backdrop for today's conditions and responsibilities.
Her many-sided presentation deals with historic currents shrewdly analyzed, and she is not afraid to state her convictions on ques-.
tions of soil conservation, agriculture and stock raising, Indian
affairs, the tourist business, federal land holding, railroads, and
the rising industrialism..
Miss Fergusson writes with a keen appreciation of people, a
warm, friendly social sense, and a delightful humor. With characteristic enthusiasm she visits her Southwest and aptly describes
centers: Fort Worth-Where Cattle Begin; Tucson-Deserts and
Dudes; the Mountain Villages of New Mexico-The Villages'bf
the Saints. She introduces many people by interview and they
. contribute much information. She interweaves suggestions for
further reading and gives anecdotes of a number of notables
which enliven and delightfully entertain. That she thoroughly
enjoyed writing th~ book is evident in its spontaneity.
It was followed later by other books cbnceming her native
surroundings: Albuquerque (1947); Murder and Mystery in
New Mexico (1948); and a revision of her Mexican Cookbook.
In Albuquerque she sets out to analyse the city which in war
years spread out all over the mesa, changing its ways and losing
much of its old character. The book is a disappointment, and the
author lost a fine opportunity to do a really good study of her native city. A lbuquerque incorporates some earlier writing done

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1952

13

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 22 [1952], Iss. 1, Art. 19

88

DOROTHY

WOODWARD

for magazines and some of the "Do you remember?" column of
newspaper days. It fails, however, to give a picture of the city; it
fails to review the problems of the new city; there is a lack of continuity in the structuJle of the volume. More important, it is
wanting in the real excitement and spontaneity-manifestly the
result of adventurous travel-shown in earlier books.
Murder and Alystery in New Mexico is a collection of "true"
tales, rich with vigorous telling. Each episode illustrates a fundamental social change, a crisis in the evolving frontier society of
New Mexico. The characters are sharply drawn, the facts clearly
stated, the mysteries unsolved. Again Miss FergUsson shows her
interest in people and their problems, and a keen analytical sense
of the times.
In November, 1951, another volume by Miss Fergusson was
published: New Mexico, a Pageant of Three Peoples. This rounds
out a dozen books. Her maturity in the study of New Mexico, her
thoughtful review of the colorful history, her understanding of
her homeland should be apparent. She is here again concerned
with the folk, and with the powerful influences of war on the
Indian G.I. returned from the South Pacific, on the Spanish lads
whO went to war carrying guitars and fought through months of
destruction, on the air cadets who have returned to live where
they learned to fly, on business men, bankers, and scientists. For
this New Mexico is not only the land of Spanish Conquistadores,
it is also the country of the first atomic explosion, of Los Alamos,
the \\ihite Sands, and Sandia Base. Pressures, tensions, soil erosion, drought, increased population-these are the problems and
considerations that enter into tqe new book.
Miss Fergusson does not, however, pose as a specialist; she is
not an economist, a historian, a sociologist. She but views the
world about her with an appraising eye, always alert to the human element. She visits with the influential rich and the exploited poor, the educated and the illiterate. She sees objectively and
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writes dearly. Her world is a kaleidoscope of peopl~, and her
courage, friendlinest humor and intelligence make her a woman
who has successfully pioneered.
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